The sensory bias model of sexual selection proposes that female preferences for certain male traits result from biases in the female sensory system that existed prior to the evolution of the preferred trait. Phylogenetic tests of the sensory bias hypothesis have provided evidence for pre-existing bias in several species, but the hypothesis has not been tested relative to elongated tail feathers, a widespread sexually selected trait in birds. Elongated tails occur sporadically across avian taxa, including cardueline finches (family Fringillidae), suggesting that long tails evolved independently in many lineages. To determine whether a female preference for longer tails predated the evolution of long tails in cardueline finches, we tested female preferences for artificially lengthened tail feathers in male house finches, Carpodacus mexicanus. The house finch is a cardueline finch species with a tail that does not appear to be elongated or sexually selected. In mate choice experiments, females did not demonstrate a preference for lengthened tails over controls. This negative result fails to support the hypothesis that elongation of tail feathers resulted from exploitation of a widespread sensory bias.
Several mechanisms have been proposed to explain how female preference can lead to the evolution and maintenance of exaggerated traits (reviewed in Anderson 1994). These mechanisms fall into two general categories: (1) honest advertisement models; and (2) models of arbitrary mate choice, which include runaway processes and sensory bias. Honest advertisement models propose that females choose males with traits that serve as reliable indicators of quality (Zahavi 1975; Andersson 1982b; Kodric-Brown & Brown 1984) , thereby gaining resources or genetic benefits for their offspring. The preferred trait may itself contribute to viability or may simply be correlated with other components of viability (Maynard-Smith 1987) . Models of aesthetic mate choice explain preferences for arbitrary traits that are not necessarily correlated with viability or quality. According to these models, expression of a male trait and female preference for that trait become genetically linked resulting in a selfreinforcing runaway process in which the trait and the preference coevolve (Fisher 1958; O'Donald 1980; Kirkpatrick 1982) . The trait may initially be adaptive, but the runaway process can take it beyond the optimum for survival (Fisher 1958; Maynard-Smith 1991) .
The 'sensory bias' or 'sensory exploitation' model proposes that female preferences are due to biases in the species' sensory system. Females are attracted to males with traits that stimulate their sensory systems (Ryan & Keddy-Hector 1992) . Such a predisposition to respond to certain sensory stimuli exists in females before the preferred trait appears in males in the population (Kirkpatrick 1987; Ryan & Keddy-Hector 1992; Enquist & Arak 1993) so that, when the trait does arise in the male population, it spreads quickly in response to female preference. A sensory bias mechanism of trait elaboration does not exclude other selective processes; elaboration of ornamental traits may result from the interaction of sensory bias and other mechanisms of sexual selection. For instance, the pre-existing bias may establish a mating preference (a necessary step in all models of sexual selection), but other mechanisms of sexual selection take over to drive the elaboration of the trait.
Studies of several species including the frog Physalaemus colorodorum (Ryan & Rand 1990) , the platyfish Xiphophorus maculatus (Basolo 1990b (Basolo , 1995a ) and the water mite Neumania distincta (Proctor 1992) , provide evidence that pre-existing biases played a role in the evolution of some ornamental traits. Females of these species demonstrate preference for a male trait that is not expressed by males of their own species. Phylogenetic evidence suggests that the evolution of the preference predated the evolution of the preferred trait in males. Studies of this type have not been conducted with birds.
One group of ornamental traits that has been a focus of work related to sensory bias is elongated tails. Work by
